OKIGINS
AND CHILDHOOD

Philip Wilson Steer was born at Birkenhead on 28 December
1860, a day of heavily falling snow: he was third child and
second son of his parents, who had been married seven years* His
father, Philip Steer, born in 1810, was the eldest son of yet another
Philip Steer, of High House, Kingsbridge, Devon, and grandson of
Henry Sture of Hendham, Woodleigh, owner also of the estate of Bickley
in the parish of Halwell, both in the same county,

Tonks used to declare that Steer was of the yeoman kind, and it is cer-

tainly more natural to think of him as rooted in the English countryside,

solid, taciturn, weather-wary, than as a wild marauding Viking. Yet it

was to such invaders from Denmark or Sweden that his brother Harry

traced, to his satisfaction, all the Steers, Sturs, Stures or Styrs to be found

in the annals of the island since the days of Ethelred the Unready.1 The

descendants, if his conclusions are sound, of Danish and Swedish free-

booters had become peaceful squires and yeoman farmers in Devonshire;

but a more adventurous branch emigrated. Henry Store's second son,

Henry, born 1780, crossed the Atlantic in 1824 after serving his appren-

ticeship at the Royal Dockyards, Plymouth, and eventually founded a

great New York firm of Steers, ship and floating-dock builders. From

their yards was launched the first American man-of-war, "The Great

Hairy*, and the celebrated yacht 'America'.2

From this line, remotely perhaps of alien freebooters, immediately of
yeoman-firmer* and^shipbuilders, Philip, father of Philip Wilson Steer,
breaks out as something of a 'sport*; an artist, namely, and romantic lover.
He is described as remarkably handsome and a fine horseman. He showed
early promise as a painter, had drawing lessons from a neighbour in
Devonshire, an old man of remarkable character who was a student of
both sciences and art The young 'Philip Steer, Portrait Painter', at High
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